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Reductions don’t come for free 
 
For a long time, laboratory speech has been the focus of linguistic research in general, and 
phonological modelling in particular. While there are many reasons that justify this concentration 
on perfect speech, there is an inherent danger connected to it, too. Namely that assumptions and 
expectations concerning what speakers really produce and what listeners have to deal with are 
biased to some extent. Only recently, conversational speech has become a more popular field of 
linguistic interest.  
One striking feature of conversational speech is the huge amount of variation and reduction 
produced by speakers. Nonetheless, listeners are very well able to understand what has been said. 
Two quite opposing views how to model the success of speech perception have been presented. 
On the one hand there are models assuming single and very abstract representations. They 
possibly encounter problems when reduction processes alter words in a non-rule based fashion. 
On the other hand there are models that assume very detailed storage of experienced episodes of 
multiple utterances. Here, phonetic variation and reduction is stored in the lexicon directly, thus 
coping with reduction is no longer problematic. These two views will be exemplified by one 
specific model respectively, i.e. the featurally underspecified lexicon model – FUL – as proposed 
by Lahiri & Reetz, (2002) and X-Mod – suggested by Johnson, (1997). In a series of 
experiments, the predictions of the two opposing models are tested.  
The results suggest that although in natural situations, speech recognition seems to be 
“unimpressed” by massive reductions, this is not the case for smaller units such as words. More 
generally, the findings seem to be more compatible with a view that posits only one single 
abstract representation per word rather than multiple entries.  
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